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upon the inevitable rejection of the tender, contributed the money
to a fund for the relief of the evicted. The " Plan of Campaign "
was a general agreement to break contracts. Whether such an
agreement constitutes a criminal conspiracy or not, it was a form
of lawlessness, and afforded, along with a certain outcrop of
undoubted crime, a pretext to the Government to reintroduce
Coercion.
. The task of reintroducing it devolved on a new Chief Secretary*
for Sir M. Hicks-Beach, whose eyes had been giving him trouble,
had been succeeded in this office by Mr. Arthur Balfour, As a
member of the Fourth party and as a minor Minister in the present
Government, Mr. Balfour had betrayed little of his real quality : he
was conceived as a charming, but rather spineless, triflor, drifting
with lazy grace in a metaphysical cloudland. This conception was
now rudely displaced. Almost from the first the new Irish Secretary
showed himself an administrator of ruthless tenacity and a debater
supple, steely, and dexterous beyond all expectation. For five years
he courted the attack of the whole Irish party, and encountered
with composure its combined debating strength. Gladstone had
coerced the Irish with a wry face and a reluctant will, Mr.
Balfour did so with a seeming levity and cold gusto, which at
once exasperated and astounded the Home Rulers.
He it was who now introduced the new Crimes Bill, in some ways
a more drastic measure than that of 1881. In particular it was put
forward not as an emergency measure with a time limit, but as a
permanent engine of Irish government. Secondly it contained, as
originally drafted, a provision permitting Irish offenders to be
deported to London and tried at the Old Bailey, The provision,
though later dropped, is eloquent of the spirit in which the measure
was conceived. Under its provisions practically anything could be
made unlawful by proclamation,
Asquith's maiden speech was made in the course of a debate on
the motion of W, H. Smith (Leader of the House) that the Crimes
Bill should have precedence of other business* One or two excerpts
wiU give a notion of its quality. He dealt boldly with the argument
that Gladstone had practised coercion ;
"I, for one, do not believe in the plenary infallibility of Liberal
Governments. Though I am a loyal member of my party and a faithful
follower of my leader, I do not think that the foot that the Liberal
Government of 1881 committed what I conceive to be a colossal and
disastrous mistake, is any reason why we, under the guidance of a
Conservative Ministry, should repeat the blunder. It is admitted that,
looking at Ireland as a whole, there has been, during the last six months,